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	1. The Aftermath

Two weeks after promising not to force Rogue out of the guild, Sting went back on his word. Rogue saw it coming, knew it was only a matter of time. He'd even sent letters out to other guilds in advance, seeing if any might be willing to take him. He'd also seen it coming that those that responded would do so with a rejection, but he still had to give it a shot. Not that it mattered if they would willfully take him anymore.

"Sorry," Sting said, and for as much as Rogue wished otherwise, he knew Sting meant it. Sting hadn't wanted to remove anyone from the guild so soon into his tenure as master, much less Rogue. "The Council's spoken. There's no rules against you still coming to the guild, or tagging along when I go on a job, or me deciding to share half the earnings with you. I mean, we might want to be covert about it until this all blows over, and you still have to remove your guild mark, but…"

But it was still something. No matter what Sting did to make him feel like he still had a place, he wasn't allowed to wear any signs that he belonged, and couldn't claim any involvement in the guild. Not so long as he still dealt with magic. The Council had decided to bar him completely from legal guilds, and half of Sabertooth wanted him gone anyway, but he still had one friend who would stand by him.

A friend who he was going to kill in one year's time.

Rogue shook his head, forcing a smile so Sting wouldn't feel too bad about what the Council made him do. "It's fine. I shouldn't keep working as a wizard anyway."

"H-hey. Don't say that." Sting slung an arm over Rogue's shoulder. "We're a team. You can't expect me to go on missions _on my own_, can you?"

"Might be safer…"

"Really? Going on missions by myself? I mean, I know I'm pretty awesome, but I _do_ make mistakes. You think I'd be better off without someone to watch my back?"

Rogue glanced at the office door, imagining the people lined up outside, silently willing for Sting to shut up and accept Rogue's offer to leave peacefully. Why did Sting always have to be so loud? At least he'd had the good sense to pull Rogue into a side room rather than semi-banish him in front of the whole guild, but no doubt the whole guild could still hear him.

The whole guild also already knew why it was amazing he'd already gone so long without being booted, as did the rest of the country, and possibly a few neighboring nations as well, but Rogue kept his own voice low responding. "You think you'd be better off with someone who would stab you in the back?"

Sighing, Sting let his arm drop. "Rogue, don't be like that. I'm trying to cheer you up."

"It's fine. I'm fine. I can work somewhere… safer. Sorry I made the Council come down on you for showing me…" If he described what Sting had done for him as pity, he couldn't pretend he was okay. "For standing by me."

"Yeah, well, what else are friends for?"

Rogue couldn't come up with a good answer.

"Look, Rogue, whatever the Council says, I'm not letting you go without a fight."

Rogue shook his head. He'd known ever since Natsu told them the news that he had to leave. However much Sting wanted him there, however much Rogue wanted Sting there for him, he had to go. In one year's time, if something wasn't done to stop him, he would kill Sting. How selfish could he get, clinging to Sabertooth for fear that no one else would take him, clinging to Sting for knowing that no one else would stand up for him, when his presence would end up getting his friend killed? Accepting Sting's kindness was the worst way to repay him for everything he'd done.

"_Rogue._"

"Don't worry about me. I have enough in savings that I won't starve if it takes me a few weeks to find work somewhere else. I can work for a mercenary guild, maybe. They don't have any personal reason to hate me, and they tend to be lax with the kind of people they let into their guilds. There are places where my magic will come in handy that the Council can't order me away from." His employment wasn't the issue for Sting, so Rogue added a dishonest, "I'll come and visit you once I've set something up."

"We don't hate you _here_," Sting said, which was true if you ignored how half the guild vocally questioned why Sting hadn't chased Rogue off yet. And the half that didn't dare complain aloud, but still looked at Rogue like he was a ticking time bomb. In their defense, he was.

At least Orga didn't complain. He could be louder than Sting, and it would be impossible for Rogue to block his voice out. Of course, most of the complaints stemmed from Rogue's hand in Orga's death, so it was more that Orga _couldn't_ complain. Not while Rogue was awake, anyway. He still had nightmares when he found himself back beside Orga in his last momnets, arm and shoulder bitten off, bleeding out an cursing whoever it was that brought the dragons to them. At the time, when Rogue assured him that they'd stop the culprit, neither of them had known it was him.

"Thank you for having me," Rogue said. "I'll let you know when I'm settled in somewhere else."

He meant for that to be the end of the conversation, but as he turned to leave, a horrible, wretched thought hit him, and rooted itself so deeply in his heart that he had to turn back and face Sting.

"Would you consider… looking after Frosch for me?"

It hurt to ask, and from the way Sting winced, Rogue knew it hurt to hear as well. The thought of forcing Frosch away from him made his heart ache, but he could hear his shadow snickering at him even then. He'd yet to tell anyone else about it. Even when Natsu told them what his future self said, with everything else that happened, Rogue didn't dare mention the shadow. It had already corrupted him once and forced him to lash out against Gajeel. What else might it do? His future self claimed that Frosch dying would give that shadow the power to warp his mind for good. His shadow had mocked him with that future, impressing the inevitability of it on him, ever since that day. What if his shadow made him hurt Frosch as well?

"I'll consider it," Sting said slowly. Then, drawing in a shaky breath and holding his chin up defiantly, he said, "I'll consider it, but only if you promise to give leaving more thought. Three days, alright? You have to stay that long and really think about what you're doing. You'll always have a home here. This is where your friends are. You know that, right?"

He offered Rogue the warmest smile he could, so Rogue returned it. "Of course I do."

He'd have friends right up until he murdered them in cold blood, whether he wanted to or not.

-o-

As had been their custom since the Grand Magic Games ended, Sting asked Rogue if he needed anyone to walk home with him. Rogue swore he was fine to go home alone, insisting there was no danger in it, then once Sting wasn't watching, melded into the shadows and traveled across the streets out of sight. It wasn't safe for him to show his face in public, and even if they both knew that, they still humored one another.

Only on their first day back from the tournament had they not done this. Sting was caught up in his new position and the task it came with of arranging funerals, and Rogue was still too stunned by the revelation of what he was capable of to think straight. This had proven to be a near fatal mistake on their parts. As soon as Sting turned his back, Rogue had been met with jeers from the rest of the guild. Mind still reeling from all the deaths his future self had caused, everyone's accusations had been too much for Rogue to bare, and he'd fled.

Sabertooth only lost three members in the fight, but that didn't mean the damage done was low. Those members had friends and family in town. Not every civilian who went to the capitol as a spectator made it back, despite the evacuation beforehand. And besides, even those who hadn't lost a loved one could resent the idea that a future murderer was walking among them. Rogue escaped the spite of his guild mates only to be met with the same sentiments from the towns' people. Spite and stones and whatever else they might throw at him. One of those rocks struck Rogue in the back of the head, and he'd nearly lost consciousness. He only survived the night because Sting had followed after to apologize for the rest of the guild, and dragged him to safety.

The town was already angry with Sting for giving Rogue and incentive to stick around. Letting Sting help him back home safely would only make matters worse. Getting home safe was a joke anyway. His house itself was unsafe. The windows were smashed, and the plywood he'd put up to temporarily block out wind or rain was hardly and sturdier. Two boards had been replaced at least once. Having predicted his removal from the guild, Rogue had become frugal with spending too, so rather than install a sturdy bolt on his door, he'd taken to shoving furniture in front of it while inside. This had done nothing to prevent someone from picking the lock and guiding looters in a week earlier, but thankfully Rogue had come home in the middle of that and been able to chase them off before anything _too _essential was stolen.

It still hurt, stepping into the apartment and seeing so much empty floor and wall where his things used to be. Rogue had to pause in the doorway, closing his eyes and gathering himself together before he could enter.

Only after he'd shut the door and shoved a cushionless couch in front of it did he let Frosch climb out from under his cape. Once the two of them parted ways, it would be safer for her. Until then, Rogue worried about the possibility that she might be attacked for continuing to follow him everywhere.

"Make yourself comfortable," he said, although he had no idea where she would do that. "I'll get started on dinner."

Frosch crawled up onto the couch but, realizing it was likely to be thrown aside if anyone forced their way in, hopped back down and darted into the bedroom.

Keep her safe, his future self had said. Rogue could barely protect her from his own neighbors. How was he going to keep her safe from whatever was meant to kill her in a year?

With the expectation that his source of income would dry up soon and his confidence that he could find work in another field largely faked for Sting, food was an expense where he'd cut costs. Everything was canned, and it only took a few minutes to heat up.

The kitchen table was still there, but two of the chairs were gone, and the last was broken. Rogue dumped dinner onto a plate, grabbed too forks, and went into the bedroom to eat with Frosch. His summer bedding was gone, but the winter blanket from the closet was still there, and he'd thrown it on his bed while he debated whether or not to buy replacement sheets. Now that he was set on going, he was glad he'd held off.

Sting thought he would change his mind if he went home and slept on it. Going home only reminded Rogue all the more that he wasn't welcome.

-x-

**STA: **And thus begins the lightest, happiest, fluffiest fic I've ever embarked on. Don't let the tone of this chapter fool you. It's all up hill from here. Why did you think I would put "Butterfly" in the tittle if it weren't all sunshine and rainbows?


	2. Butterfly Effect

"Have you ever heard of the butterfly effect?"

"I believe I was the one who explained it to you."

Sting laughed, and if his laugh was a little too forced, Rogue wasn't going to call him on it. Two more nights, and then Sting would agree to take care of Frosch for him and let him run away. Until then, he could oblige Sting's attempts to make him feel like he was still wanted. Since this included treating him to lunch, Rogue found these attempts weren't as taxing as he'd feared.

They ate in the guild hall, of course. Sting had a favorite restaurant in mind, but Rogue had insisted on staying in Sabertooth, so Sting ran to buy takeout instead. The food wasn't as warm, but it beat being turned away at the restaurant, or knowing for sure that someone spat in his food. It beat hearing everyone whisper as he walked by, wondering why Sting stayed by him when it was foretold that he would be Sting's end, or why he hadn't been locked away yet.

Rogue wished the technicality of 'it was his future self who killed everyone' didn't apply. A prison cell would keep him safe from everyone who hated him now, and it would keep everyone he loved safe from him.

"I've been thinking about how things might have gone if no one ever traveled back in time," Sting admitted.

"Orga would be alive," Rogue told him. "I'd still be a member of the guild, and the guild would be on good terms with Lamia Scale because you wouldn't have flipped their guild master off when she asked you why you consorted with a monster."

"You're still a member."

"I removed my guild mark last night. According to guild rules, I'm not even supposed to be in the building now."

"I'm the master. I say honorary members are allowed in, and that's what you are. Besides… Aren't you entirely to negative lately?"

Rogue fixed Sting with a flat look and said, "Well, my future self traveled back in time, killed everyone, and now all the survivors hate me. I'm not sure why you think I should be positive, all things considered."

"How about because there were more survivors than deaths? Because we're still here together? Because the futures that you and Fairy Tail's time traveler talked about don't resemble what's happening to us now?" Sting grabbed Rogue's arm, yanking it out sideways and forcing Rogue to face him. "What the fuck is wrong with you, giving up like this? Don't you realize it's entirely up to you how you turn out? You don't want to become _that_ Rogue? All you have to do is _not act like him!_ It's that simple! Stop pretending you're doomed!"

Rogue bit down on his lip so hard he taste blood, knowing that he'd only make his situation worse if he shouted at Sting about the shadow in front of the whole guild. It might finally convince Sting that it wasn't safe to hand around him, but at least until he was out of town, he didn't want to give everyone more reason to distrust him. A shadow that only he heard… that could take over him and make him want to kill those around him…

"You don't get it…"

"What's not to get? You think that future is a happy one for _me_ to think about? You might turn evil? How horrible. According to that you, I'm going to _die_ in a year. You don't think that bothers me?" Sting snapped. "The future isn't set in stone, and I'm not letting that happen to _either_ of us. Pull yourself together and give me a hand with that. We're supposed to be a team, idiot."

Sitng's gaze was so intense Rogue thought he might go blind trying to meet it, and he dropped his eyes to the floor.

"You don't know that…"

"What?" Sting let go of Rogue's arm. "Don't know… Look, aside from the fact that I'm the one who registered us as a team, I'm not the one who has to manage all the teams. I'm pretty sure it's an objective fact that we are a team."

"No… I mean… you don't know it's not set in stone."

"Of course I do. When Lucy… hang on." Sting leaned forward and slid a hand under Rogue's chin, forcing his friend's face back up. Rogue had to focus his eyes elsewhere to avoid looking at Sting's. "There. Now hold still. Lucy's account of the future was that a bunch of dragons attacked with no warning, right? Ten-thousand of them. That other you said that Lucy closed the gate before any dragons came out. Seven came out though. For us, we saw seven dragons. And that Lucy didn't know about any Rogue from her future and didn't know to close the gate, but in the other you's future, Lucy did. So her future depends on things not happening that the other you said happened, and his future depends on her traveling back to mess with the events he experienced… Does your head hurt yet."

"No." Rogue had stopped paying attention at the point that he determined Sting's thoughts weren't coming out in any coherent order.

"Think about it this way. That gate was going to open, right? They wanted to open it. So what happens in a world with no time travelers?"

"They open the gate."

"Right. And all those dragons came out, and because no one came back to warn that it happened, no one closed the gate in time. That's the future Lucy came from. And when she went back, her warning about the dragons made people realize not to open the gate."

"Sting—"

"Which is the future the other you came from."

Sting, you're not supposed to—"

"And he went back in time and made everything that we saw happen, which is all different from how both of them remembered everything, so who's to say that anything else they predicted is guaranteed to happen? You probably didn't even turn evil in Lucy's future."

"No. I probably died in the initial dragon attack. But Sting, you're not supposed to say anything smart."

"Yeah, well, you're too stupid from hating yourself the past month, so someone's gotta take over."

Rogue felt a strange sensation spread across his cheeks, and realized he was smiling. How long had it been since he'd smiled without having to force it? Ever since Natsu told them about his future self, most likely.

The shock had been so immense at the time that he hadn't even been able to think through it clearly. Thinking about it at all sickened him. More than once he'd lost his lunch imagining how horrible a person he was going to become. He'd never taken the time to go over the events as Sting had. Their timeline already had difference from his future self's. There was no guarantee that his shadow would consume him. He might not be forced to kill Sting. He might not watch Frosch die.

Hope and elation that Rogue hadn't let himself feel since the games bubbled up in his chest and jammed themselves in Rogue's throat, coming out as a choke laugh. He buried his face in his hands, shoulders shaking as he tried not to burst out in laughter right there in the guild. He wasn't doomed. Everyone still hated him, but he wasn't doomed. They'd all been wrong. The guild master of Quatro Cerebus, saying he was responsible for the loss of their star member. Rufus, recalling how he'd caused Orga's death. The woman with the time magic, who'd tried to stop all the chaos in the city by killing him, claiming it would all go away if he could just die, only to be skewered by a dragon that claimed it would see to it that he fulfilled his destiny to rule over everyone. Even Fairy Tail, trying as cautiously as possible to let him know that they didn't _officially_ hate him for the loss of their members.

He wasn't doomed. He could laugh himself to death right then and there, and it wouldn't change the fact that his future self killed all those people, because _that_ version of him had a different past that Rogue was no longer tied to. His future self had a different past, and he very well might have a different future.

"Rogue?" Sting poked him. "Please tell me you aren't crying."

Rogue lifted his head and opened his mouth to say something. Realizing that laughter was going to come out instead of words, he quickly shut his mouth back up and covered his face with his hands again.

"R-Rogue?" Sting grabbed him. "Hey? Come on. I'm trying to help. You know that, right? Just tell me what I need to do, Rogue. Please. Whatever I can do for you. Just let me know what I can do."

"F-fine," Rogue managed to get out. "I'm f-fine."

Sting froze, hand slowly withdrawing from Rogue's shoulder. When Rogue gave no further response and continued to tremble, he bent down to try and inspect his friend's face, and caught the tip of a smile.

"Are you… _laughing?_"

Hands still over his face, Rogue nodded.

Sting relaxed back, shoulders slumping in relief and hands falling limp at his sides. "You're laughing. Oh thank God! I can't remember the last time you did that."

Rogue couldn't either, and trying to focus on that, useless as the knowledge of his last laugh would be, helped him regain control of himself. The occasional chuckle still escaped, but he was able to lift his head and speak again.

"Thank you, Sting."

"Yeah. No problem. I mean, I didn't think you'd find it that funny."

"Well… it might not have been _funny_ per se." He wasn't doomed. Sting wasn't doomed. Frosch wasn't doomed. They could go on with their lives, and in a year when he didn't go mad, maybe the rest of the world would lighten up on him.

"So, about those plans to find a mercenary guild."

All he had to do was not give in to his shadow, and who better to help with that than light incarnate?

"I can always try that later. Let's see if the Council gets mad about me tagging along with you first."

"That's the spirit!" Sting clapped him on the back. "I've gotta stay this afternoon for a stupid audit, but we can head out first thing in the morning."

-o-

Spirits high for the first time in too long, Rogue decided to risk walking home in full view. If things got to be dangerous, he could always hide in the shadows, but he needed not to rely on that. Shadows were the enemy now, as much as they were his source of strength. Until he found a way to overcome that, hiding wouldn't do.

He wasn't going to hide or run away. The future wasn't set in stone, and so long as he stayed determined not to let things end badly, there was a chance.

For the first time since before the games, he was excited with the prospect of going on a job with Sting. It would be easier for Sting to find clients who would officially hire only him anyway, which, in a sad sort of way, increased Rogue's job prospects as well. Now that he was no longer planning to flee on a budget, Rogue found himself considering what to do to fix things at home. He and Frosch could start eating better again for sure. The windows he might not replace immediately. In fact, he might board them over with something sturdier until he was sure no one would put a rock through any glass he put up, but the furniture he could begin to replace.

Rogue resolved to have seasonally appropriate bed sheets by the end of the week. Absurdly elated with this small idea, which had seemed like a pipe dream only that morning, he turned onto the next street, and was promptly grabbed by Rune Knights and tossed into the back of a carriage.

For a whole month, Rogue had lamented that time travel created too many technicalities for anyone to arrest him. It figured that the Council would find a loophole right when he no longer wanted to be locked away.

-x-

**STA: **For anyone who doesn't know, the Butterfly Effect is the idea that a small action or change causes a ripple effect that leads to a major deviation in outcomes. The name comes from the example where the flap of a butterfly's wings sets into motion a change of winds that, while ever so slight, causes a hurricane elsewhere in the world. The Simpsons makes a joke of it in an early Treehouse of Horrors episode, where Homer travels back to prehistoric times and swats a bug, leading to a radical alteration of the present where his good Christian neighbor is supreme ruler of the world.

What Frogue and Future Lucy did aren't stellar examples, because they traveled back in time with the intent to take major action to cause a specific change, but Sting still uses the term in this chapter. The real reason it comes up is because the plot was based on a closer example. Sting taking just a little longer to reach Rogue during the Eclipse incident. Since he didn't make it in time to give Ultear pause, she attacks Rogue. Since she attacks Rogue, the dragon meant to see Rogue to safety kills her. Since the dragon kills her, she doesn't save everyone else by turning back time. Since people die, the Eclipse incident is treated with much more weight by everyone than it was in the story proper. Memories can't be altered because pretending that nothing happened would raise questions of how so many people died, and because there are lasting consequences of the event, there's a push to hold someone accountable.

So that's where half the title came from, if anyone was wondering.


	3. Prisoner

After some debate, Rogue agreed to go peacefully on the condition that they drove by Sting's house on the way so he could drop Frosch off. He trusted one of the Rune Knights to deliver Frosch unmonitored as much as he trusted Frosch to find Sting on her own. Still busy with his audit, Sting wasn't there to see the Rune Knights drive by his home.

Once alone, Rogue curled up in a corner of the wagon and braced himself for the long, motion sickness ridden trip to Era.

They arrived in the middle of the night. Rogue, still nauseas, stumbled when he attempted to exit the truck, and fell to the dirt rather than stepping out. Before he had the chance to ask for help, Rune Knights hoisted him rudely to his feet. This favor was returned by Rogue vomiting on one of the men's shoes.

Once the two men who'd grabbed his arms had him steadied, they used that established grip to pull him forward towards the jail. It looked like a simple thing from outside, but Rogue knew from having been called in multiple times as a witness to criminals he helped stop that the basement went down many floors, and the farther from the surface you were, the colder and more soulless the halls felt.

"What am I here for?" Rogue finally found the nerve to ask.

His question was met with a snort and a dirty look from the knights escorting him. The whole country knew his future self unleashed a thunder of dragons on the capitol and left death in his wake. No matter what the official reason for his arrest was, that was what really led to his being locked away. But they couldn't arrest him for what his future self did, and Rogue couldn't contest his arrest if he didn't know what excuse they found to lock him away.

"What are the charges?" Rogue amended.

"Conspiracy to commit mass murder," a Rune Knight told him, "and conspiracy for involvement in black arts from the Book of Zeref."

Technically, those weren't false. Sort of. Rogue had never wanted or plotted to do those thing, even if he'd expected a future in which he did. Thanks to the world receiving a visitor from such a future, he'd have one hell of a time arguing that he wasn't conspiring, though. Particularly given that the Council liked to declare people guilty so long as they more likely than not did whatever they were on trial for.

At least conspiring to commit a crime wasn't punished as severely as doing the deed. Rogue wondered what the maximum sentence was when you were caught planning to kill as many people as you possibly could. It was also in his favor that Sting had some level of sway as a guild master, and was far more will to help bail his guild members out than Genma ever did. Granted, Sting wasn't the most focused individual when it came to the legal side of his position, but surely he'd give it his best. He might even find a few guild members who weren't happy with the arrest. If he could recruit someone with a better attention span to help him prepare a case in Rogue's defense, then it might only be a month or two before Rogue was able to return home.

Although to be away from home for several months… Hopefully Frosch would mention the state of Rogue's home, and Sting would think to go and secure the building before anyone could decide to break in and rob the place again.

Someone upping the security around his house sounded unlikely, but Rogue had no doubt that Sting would come to his defense. With that in mind, he remained calm as he was escorted to a cell deep beneath the main Era structure and locked away for the night.

-o-

Two weeks passed, and Rogue was no longer calm. There had been no word of a trial, nor any sign of Sting. While he'd initially considered it lucky that his cell was in an otherwise empty hall—since that meant there would be no legitimate criminals next door to harass him—Rogue now found it alarming that the only other life he saw was the prison guard who brought him two meals once a day. (Apparently his cell was too far out of the way from the rest of the inmates to be worth a trip at breakfast _and_ dinner.) The amount of conversation he'd had with another life form was nil. The guard did his best to ignore Rogue at all times, refusing to answer questions about why the justice system was taking so long or whether or not his friend wanted to visit him. Thanks to the guard's silence, Rogue didn't even know if he was allowed visitors.

This lack of conversation with other living creatures took its toll on Rogue, whose fragile mind had only just begun to mend itself after all the stress of the guild and town treating him like poison, as well as his own suspicions that they were right to do so. Desperate for any sort of engagement with another person, he found himself increasingly tempted to speak with the one thing that still spoke to him.

_The cell doesn't even have magic sealing properties, and you're unshackled,_ his shadow whispered. _There's nothing preventing you from breaking out_.

Rogue wasn't sure how many times he'd thought this on his own, or how many times the shadow had pointed it out. Since he'd come up with a firm argument against this, he suspected the shadow couldn't read his mind. At least not in full. Maybe, if the shadow was some manifestation of mental instability rather than a curse, or his magic turned against him, it was him thinking it every time. Maybe he only thought it was his shadow speaking to him, because he'd lose the ability to recognize that the voices he heard were only his own dark thoughts.

If he wasn't crazy already, he was certain the way the guards isolated him would drive him mad.

_You could leave now_.

"I'm not that stupid," Rogue muttered. He then grimaced, realizing what he'd done, and tried to convince himself that he'd only been talking to himself. He was going mad, and he'd only spoken to himself.

Except then he remembered his shadow claiming to be the darkness in his own heart, which meant that talking to the shadow_ was_ talking to himself.

_Why, you're a full-fledged retard. Choosing to sit here, at the mercy of those who clearly despise you, when you could have your freedom any time you wish._

He needed not to give the shadow any validity. Ignore it and hope it went away. No dignifying it's goading with a response.

"Yeah, and live the rest of my life on the run. Besides, I think the security is deliberately insufficient. All they can convict me for is conspiring to commit a crime. If they catch me breaking out of my cell, they have a real crime to detain me for."

_They have you detained already. You think they're going to give you a fair trial? They've charged you with accusations no one will question and isolated you in an empty hall. No one can see you. No one will wonder why you were taken away. Quite likely, no one will raise a fuss if they don't see your trial to confirm you're found guilty and given an appropriate sentence._

"Sting cares."

_But wouldn't it be such a relief to him not to have the _burden_ of a friend who everyone hates you for sticking to?_

"I know what you're trying to do, and it won't work. Sting cares less about that than I do."

_Oh? So you do care. Well then, let's save Sting the burden of us. Break out, and he'll have to concede that you're no good. No one can hold it against him that he consorts with you if he doesn't._

"Of course I care about him. I—"

"Who are you talking too?"

Rogue started, eyes darting from his shadow to the concerned looking guard standing outside his cell.

"I… uh… No one? I mean, no one's said a word to me since I got here, and I was bored so… I…"

The guard set a tray containing the day's meals down, turned, and walked away.

-o-

Rogue gave up. Wretched as giving in and talking to the shadow felt, it beat silently listening to the shadow's constant goading. Listening to the shadow's goading beat the painful silence that he otherwise had to contend with. The guard hadn't spoken to him against since asking that one question. In fact, the man now brought meals four or even six at a time, and came less often. More and more, Rogue found himself desperately craving the company of another human. Even if they played mute, it drove Rogue mad to go for such long stretches of time without seeing another soul.

It was probably for the best that Sting convinced him not to run away. If he'd been stuck wandering, unable to find work and avoiding towns because the people who expected him to become the man who summoned dragons to Crocus, what sort of toll might it have taken on his mind? At least if the isolation drove him mad in jail, he was safely locked up.

Aside from the part where his cell was set up so he could easily escape.

The worst of it was that half the time, Rogue didn't even argue with his shadow anymore. He'd conceded too many points. Let too many darker thoughts and fears slip. Now half the time, the shadow told him exactly what he wanted to hear, or what he already believed. If the Council didn't figure out soon that he wasn't _destined_ to go mad and at least allowed him more human contact, they were going to drive him insane.

When not conversing with his shadow, Rogue found he slept all the time. There was nothing else to do, alone in a cell with only a stiff mattress and a thin sheet that did nothing to keep him warm. Although he initially tried to stay up during the day and sleep only at night, he found himself napping to pass the time, and with the guard no longer coming regularly, lost track of the days completely.

It was, by Rogue's best estimate, a month after the one time the guard spoke to him that things truly went wrong. With his sense of time off and the guard going half a week at times without coming to see him, Rogue didn't notice at first when the guard stopped coming completely. He'd already taken to eating only when starving for fear of scarfing down his three days' worth of food in half the time it was meant to last. By the time he'd run out of food and sat down to think about it, he realized it had likely been more than three days since the guard came.

Taking this to mean he would get to see another human being again soon, Rogue sat up and waited. He'd hate to sleep through one of the few highlights in his week. Sad as it was that the whole ordeal had been going on for so many weeks that he could now identify that.

"I wonder if they'll call me up for my trial soon," he muttered aloud.

_They've already found you guilty_.

"Sting wouldn't let them do that. Not without a fight."

_If he fought for you, he must not have put his all into it_.

"Or he's still fighting."

_When as the Council ever taken more than a day to find someone guilty?_

Rogue changed his mind. He wanted to sleep. There was no shadow to mock him in his sleep.

-o-

There was no way to be sure, but Rogue thought it had been two days since he last ate, and still no sign of any guards.

_You might _need_ to break out_, the shadow pointed out. _Or does being on your best behavior matter more than starving to death?_

-x-

**STA:** I'm still working out a good pace with this fic, so bear with me.

**ShadowsintheCorner:** I've been looking for it for some time too, which is why I eventually gave up and started writing it. Glad you like it so far.

**Guest:** Yeah... Hopefully.


End file.
